less mire of guilt at the end of their lives. In this, he does a disservice to the palliative care movement.
The stark individualism that decides for itself the meaning of life (and the time of its expiration) leads Hardwig to a justification of suicide, not in the face of unbearable pain and suffering, but in the proud self-determination of our own musings. Although Hardwig wants to limit this argument to those at the end of their lives, he provides no reason throughout his article why it should be so limited, provided we find ourselves in a "long stretch of perfectly lucid and pain-free though meaningless and purposeless days." In his fight for free choice and action, he provides an argument that, quite literally, collapses upon itself. Dostoevsky's Kirillov puts it this way in his book The Devils: "Man's been unhappy and impoverished up to now because he's been afraid to express the essence of his self-will; . . . For three years I've been seeking the attribute of my own divinity and now I've found it: the attribute of my own divinity isSelf-Will! That's all I can do to demonstrate in the highest degree my independence and my terrifying new freedom. For it is very terrifying. I shall kill myself to show my independence and my terrifying new freedom." Life is a gift, so my autonomy is not fully actualized until I can take my own life. Hardwig's own defense of suicide ends with the same conclusion, albeit presented in a more placid and-perhaps for that reason-crueler form. He further asserts that if we can "make peace" with our decision, surely it is a right one: "In any case, if one can truly make one's peace with it, suicide can clearly give one a much better death than most alternatives." Hardwig is able to justify suicide, but refuses to recognize the horror his argument demands. An irony of Hardwig's view of autonomy is that once the fight for autonomy ad infinitum has triumphed, it has merely won the right to kill itself, and to do so guiltlessly.
Moreover, Hardwig offers little to distinguish his defense of suicide from deciding when someone else's life has also exhausted its meaning. Indeed, Hardwig declares as much for one elderly man: "He is not supposed to standor lie in a nursing home bed-in the corner, trying to stay out of the way of the story developing around him but distorting the entire drama despite his best efforts." In other words, please exit the stage and make room for other (or, "better," "more active, "or "creative"?) actors.
Another irony of Hardwig's essay is that it seeks to liberate patients from "pathetically wrongheaded" and "prolife" religious traditions only to reinstate a more burdensome moralism bereft of grace. A striking feature of his essay is the number of "shoulds" that appear amongst the burdens he places on the dying-suffering we should not encounter, obstacles our beliefs should overcome, facts with which we should be able to reconcile. Hardwig effectively refuses to place any burden on family or health care system-is there nothing to say to a family that seeks to move their loved one "off-stage," or to a nursing home environment that induces thoughts of suicide?-and instead adds to the burdens of the dying person. Rather than sympathizing with our dying fellow humans or seeking to identify with their struggles, we are called to convince them to die quicker.
In theological terms, this essay exemplifies one who seeks to ignore the alltoo-real effects of sin (all we have to do is make peace with ourselves), and as a result loses any true ground for providing love and grace (you have to make peace yourself ). In the Christian tradition, "sin" is actually a hopeful concept. It expresses our need for and dependence on the love of God, which alone redeems us. Without God, our freedom is "very terrifying," as Kirillov puts it. Hardwig hopes to liberate our conletters
An Unbearable Task
Hardwig effectively refuses to place any burden on family or health care system-is there nothing to say to a family that seeks to move their loved one "offstage," or to a nursing home that induces thoughts of suicide?-and instead adds to the burdens of the dying.
science and prepare us for the autonomous decisions we ought to make, but in doing so he assigns us an unbearable task and offers little consolation aside from that "we know what to expect." By not taking sin seriously enough, Hardwig rids us of love.
Craig Luekens Yale University
John Hardwig replies:
Craig Luekens mischaracterizes my view of our historical situation for a series of grand metaphysical claims and seems not to have understood that I am addressing the art of dying, not the ethics of dying or the ethics of supporting the dying. All of the "shoulds" in my paper are prudential, not moral oughts, and they are all intended for the one who is facing the end of life. These misreadings (or so I think) of my view lead Luekens to see my description of our current situation as an affirmation of completely autonomous, self-willing agents and to miss my call for greater community in dealing with our new kind of death.
In one sense, I do agree with Luekens' characterization of our choices in the face of deaths that come too late as "terrifying." Moreover, most of us are quite alone, our cultural unpreparedness exacerbated by our inability to talk with each other about the best responses to our new kind of death. Due to these facts of our present context, most of us will be forced back upon our own resources when we face the end of life. We must summon whatever personal resources we have to decide and then to act, usually in the absence of wise counsel and supporting institutions. I grant that there is a flavor of normlessness about our situation. Deaths that come too late are quite new and, as a result, we do not (yet) know how to do this.
We are then forced by our cultural context to be self-directing when facing decisions at the end of life. I do hold that autonomy, at least in the sense of some realized capacity to direct our own lives, is valuable (as I'm sure Luekens does, as well). Partly because I do value autonomy, I do not offer directives for "when someone else's life has also exhausted its meaning." The elderly actor that incenses Luekens is primarily me and secondarily only those kindred spirits who find the analogy persuasive. I do not hold that autonomy is the only value, nor that it trumps all other values. And none of this implies any grand theory of the origin of values, much less a Kirillovian view that values must be self-willed. I am agnostic on this: I have no grand metaphysical theory about the ultimate source of values, nor do I feel any need for one.
Of course, we might wish for a different context. Most would prefer a cultural context that includes our current medical prowess but also greater wisdom about how our lives now end, and thus, clearer prudential and ethical norms for those facing the ends of our lives. We can argue about ways our cultural context should be modified. We might advocate for changes. Many of us would also like to see a cultural context that is more supportive, one in which suicide would be less frequently needed because health care professionals would not routinely prolong life. (Would someone please put me down when I no longer recognize my loved ones most of the time?) But I offered considerations about the art of dying in the cultural context in which I face the end of my life. For the younger among us, perhaps a better cultural context-and hence a very different art of dying-is a reasonable hope. Perhaps. The changes required are immense, disagreement about them goes deep (so deep as to nearly silence conversation), and life is short. Also: Nancy Berlinger explains the practice of "turfing" and why it was a factor in the Fort Hood massacre; Carol Levine continues a series of commentaries on the NFL's position on head injury and its link to dementia; and Ross White looks for the "beef " in bioethics.
Vulnerability

